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Abstract: Annotation and commentary have been little considered in discussions about scholarly 
editing, despite being some of the most used segments of the scholarly edition. What treatments do 
exist mostly focus on practical aspects about the quality and style of annotation. This essay analyses 
some of the theoretical assumptions that underlie annotational practices with specific reference to 
the editing of modernist works. It puts into question, first of all, some c273ommon perceptions 
about annotation, which is sometimes viewed as interfering with the readerly experience, to address 
the matter of the reader: what kind of reader are annotations for?  Because annotations are a 
contextual and hermeneutic device to bridge the gap between the literary work that has come to us 
from the past and the reader’s present, not all readers are served by a single style of annotation. 
Conversely, to accept this hermeneutic value also means that annotation is never neutral or 
objective; while editorial practices tend to avoid open interpretive annotation, annotations 
nonetheless direct the process of reading and interpretation. Annotation thus participates in the 
sense-making process and, like all other editorial interventions, it represents an act of mediation. 
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The theory and methodology of annotation has received very little attention from scholarly editors.0F1 
Arthur Friedman noted its absence from debates about editing as early as 1942, remarking that 
while textual scholarship had established 'principles which are pretty generally applicable' for 
editing texts, for annotation 'there has been little theorizing'.1F2 David Greetham, in his essential 
Textual Scholarship: an Introduction, makes the same point. But while he recognizes that 
'annotation is as conceptually problematical as any other branch of editing', he devotes no more than 
one paragraph to the matter.2F3 The reasons for this lack of attention are no doubt manifold.  At the 
 
1  There is however a decent body of criticism that comments on annotational practice, often in the form of 
case studies. See, especially, Iman Javadi, Vademecum of ‘best Practice’ in Editorial Commentary and Annotation 
(London: Institute of English Studies, School of Advanced Study, University of London, 2014), which is a report on a 
series of workshops on annotation held at the Institute of English Studies in 2012-13. 
2  Arthur Friedman, ‘Principles of Historical Annotation in Critical Editions of Modern Texts’, English 
Institute Annual, 1941, 1942, 115–28 (p. 116). 
3  D. C. Greetham, Textual Scholarship: an Introduction (New York and London: Garland, 1994), p. 369 
and Michael Hunter, Editing Early Modern Text: An Introduction to Principles and Practice (Houndmills, Basingstoke: 
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heart of it is the difficulty of defining what annotation is, and does, theoretically. But various critical 
and scholarly practices have also militated against answering that question in the first place.  
One of those practices can be found within the field of textual scholarship itself. W. W. Greg 
in 1905 remarked that 'biographical, critical, and exegetical matter are at once more easily 
superseded and intrinsically less important’ than the critical establishment of the text, the primary 
and most valuable task of the editor.3F4 Reflecting this view is the tacit supposition that the work of 
annotation is somehow 'self-evident and therefore easily defined'.4F5 According to Michael Cordner, 
this view is prevalent in Shakespeare studies where '[e]ditors themselves generally remain silent 
about the principles or references that shape their style of annotation'.5F6 To Cordner this indifference 
is surprising because (echoing an earlier intervention on this subject by R. A. Foakes) annotations, 
especially in the flagship Arden Shakespeare editions, are the most-consulted part of the edition 
apart from the text itself.  
A second reason why annotation is disregarded owes much to the intrinsic nature of what 
annotation does: it intervenes in the interpretation of the work. Because glosses create highly 
specific connections between the work and its context, they are often perceived as framing meaning 
in a way that might even close down interpretive possibilities.  Annotation is thus often seen as 
necessary, especially with works from earlier periods, but also as something requiring caution and 
restraint: 'Editorial ‘etiquette’ requires that a careful balance be struck between being informative 
and helpful to the reader and overwhelming them with information that the text does not call for'.6F7 
There exists, moreover, a clear consensus among scholarly editors and literary critics alike that 
explanatory notes should never be overly interpretive. 
 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 97-99, devotes 2 ½ pages to annotation, but more than half of those are about where to 
place notes. 
4  Qtd. in W. Speed Hill, ‘Commentary upon Commentary upon Commentary: Three Historicisms 
Annotating Richard Hooker’, in The Margins of the Text, ed. by D. C. Greetham (Ann Arbor, Mich: University of 
Michigan Press, 1997), pp. 323–52 (p. 325). 
5  Michael Cordner, ‘Actors, Editors, and The Annotation of Shakespearian Playscripts’, in King Lear and 
Its Afterlife, ed. by Peter Holland, Shakespeare Survey: An Annual Survey of Shakespeare Studies and Production 55 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 181–98 (p. 181). 
6  Cordner, p. 181. 
7  Javadi, p. 4. 
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While this edict points towards the hermeneutic function of annotation, critical treatments of 
editorial commentary usually limit themselves to practical aspects. The question 'What is good 
annotation?' is a really important one, but it is also a question that is really difficult to answer.  In a 
way annotation is much like translation: it is easier to say what is wrong with it than to state what is 
right. Aside from errors of fact, reviewers often find annotations excessive, overly interpretive or, 
worse, totally unnecessary. As a result, scholars and editors have put significant effort into drawing 
up general principles, or classifications, for annotation (see, among others, Friedman and Javadi).  
Editorial handbooks of most major editing projects will provide extensive guidance to their editors 
on what and how to annotate as well as on the nature and tone of the annotation.7F8 The language of 
dispassionate objectivity – the use of words like neutrality, clarity, relevance and conciseness – 
characterizes the ambitions to be achieved in the commentary. General principles, however, are 
often just that: general. How to translate this guidance into actual annotation is not a straightforward 
matter. The reality is that in the field we find a wide variety of annotational styles: some editors are 
minimalist, others are more expansive, while yet others are (inadvertently or deliberately) openly 
interpretive. The issues surrounding annotation are therefore clearly not only of a practical nature. 
To begin considering annotation within a theoretical framework it is pertinent to mention the 
schism in literary studies which Jerome McGann identifies between textual scholarship and 
hermeneutics.8F9 McGann’s writing on textual criticism has been instrumental in breaking down the 
binarism between the objectivity and permanence of textual editing and the subjectivity and 
impermanence of criticism and commentary.9F10 Since McGann scholarly editors have emphasized 
that textual editing is itself a critical act.10F11 That annotation is also a critical act is a point that is all 
too readily overlooked. Yet it is not difficult to see that as a practice annotation in fact bridges 
 
8  Modernist editorial projects are remarkably similar in the guidance they give to their editors. One can take 
this as an indication that there is consensus as to what good annotations should look like, even if the results of that 
guidance can vary widely. 
9  Jerome J. McGann, A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism (University of Virginia Press, 1992), p. 11. 
10  Hill, 325-26. 
11  Peter L. Shillingsburg, From Gutenberg to Google: Electronic Representations of Literary Texts 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p.169 and Hans Walter Gabler, 'The Text as Process and the Problem 
of Intentionality', Ecdotica, 6, 2009, pp. 126-35 (pp. 127, 129-30 and 132). 
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editing and criticism, and as such at least implicitly reflects a theory of text and editing whose 
hermeneutics are historicist.11F12  As previous commentators on annotation have pointed out, in 
addition to the question of how to write good annotation, there is also that of what to annotate; a 
question that is inherently linked with audience: who is the annotation for?  
Since the theory and practice of annotation are inherently about interpretation, it seems 
opportune to investigate more closely the role of hermeneutics in editorial commentary within the 
purview of the 'New Modernist Editing',  as it is expounded in this special issue, not only because 
its modes of inquiry deliberately raise new questions about editorial practice and rationales, but also 
because it is deliberately concerned with the socio-cultural relevance and impact of the scholarly 
edition. Crucial for the present essay are a consideration of the cultural and material circumstances 
in which both modernist works and scholarly editions are produced and published, and the 
concomitant reappraisal of the role of the modernist editor modernist (see Introduction ***1 and 3),  
As Bryony Randall makes clear in her Introduction, this new approach to editing modernism is 
predicated on collaboration; for my purposes, the important partnerships that need discussion are 
those between the editor and the text and the reader and the text. The editor as annotator has a 
responsibility to her audience to clarify the work without encumbering the reader. But she must do 
justice to the work in mediating between the “very-long-ago then” of past texts and “our very-
modern now” in the scholarly edition.12F13 While this is important for the establishment and re-
presentation of the text of the work, it is even more so for the commentary. Any annotational act 
directly confronts the historicity of the work and its texts.  
In the following pages, I will look at how this confrontation happens. The argument, though, 
first begs the questions about the relevance of annotation to the reader.  Not infrequently, 
 
12  The point is also made by Ian Small, ‘The Editor as Annotator as Ideal Reader’, in The Theory and 
Practice of Text-Editing: Essays in Honour of James T. Boulton, ed. by Ian Small and Marcus Walsh (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 186–209 (p. 187). Small’s historicist hermeneutics, moreover, considers 
annotation impossible without resorting to the concept of authorial intention. 
13  Sarah Neville, ‘Rethinking Scholarly Commentary in the Age of Google: Some Preliminary Meditations 
on Digital Editions’, Textual Cultures 12(1), 2019, pp. 1–26 ( p. 9), <DOI: 10.14434/textual.v12i1.27152>; see also 
Shillingsburg, 12. 
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annotations are perceived as interfering with the experience of reading. In the first section, 'Who 
reads annotations?', I will discuss the underlying assumptions of this perception while questioning 
whether annotations – and the scholarly editions in which they appear – can serve all readers at 
once. Next I will consider more closely how annotations negotiate the relationship between past and 
present by placing annotational practices within the context of historicist criticism and hermeneutics 
in order to foreground the extent to which interpretation is an inherent and unavoidable aspect of 
annotation. With this in mind, the final section looks at how annotation employs interpretive 
strategies that dialogically enrich, rather than close down, the production of meaning in the reading 
experience. At the root of this argument about sense-making is the notion, appropriate for this 
special issue, that in this process good annotation in essence brings editor and reader together as 
collaborators. 
  
I: Who reads annotations? 
In modernist studies, the annotator’s engagement with the historicity of the work possibly requires a 
change in the mindset that is taken for granted in other periods. The TLS reviewer of a new edition 
of The Odyssey Press text of James Joyce’s Ulysses (2012) had this to say: 'In 1939, reading 
Ulysses was still a largely unmediated experience: an encounter between the reader and the book; 
that’s all. Nowadays, there is so much commentary that it can be difficult, if not impossible, to have 
this experience'.13F14 The idea that reading is simply an encounter between reader and book persists a 
literary-critical tradition in which the text is the only thing that matters. However, as book historians 
have amply demonstrated, readers do not read in isolation, nor is the work of literature ever really 
 
14  Eric Bulson, 'Incog and Spuck'. TLS, 4 January 2013, p. 5. At the end of his review, Bulson admonishes 
his reader 'not to despair' because if they want the unspoilt experience copies of the original 1939 edition 'can still be 
found on Ebay, unannotated, uncut and unread' (Bulson, p. 5).  The position of Sam Slote, the volume’s editor, on the 
matter is suitably ambivalent: insofar as the 'act of annotating is itself an interpretive gesture, […] it might lead the 
reader into thinking that Ulysses is a book that needs to be annotated' (James JoyceUlysses: Based on the 1939 Odyssey 
Press Edition, ed. by Sam Slote [London: Alma Classics, 2012], p. 555). 
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received in a historical vacuum by its readership.14F15 Given the amount of attention and publicity that 
had been bestowed upon Ulysses by 1939 − and even by its first appearance in 1922 − it is unlikely 
that readers ever encountered Joyce's novel without some prior awareness or expectations about 
what kind of work it was. 
 The immediacy of the modernist aesthetic experience is rightly important. Without doubt 
the pleasure that readers derive from grappling with the difficulties of the modernist work, and 
especially its allusive density, is a crucial part of that experience. The notion that the literary work 
should stand on its own is not something that is limited to modernism of course. In earlier periods, 
however, commentary does not appear to be so highly problematic. Editorial practices often stray 
quite far to the opposite end of the spectrum in being more openly interpretive.  For example, 
Douglas Bush in his edition of Milton’s Poetical Works (1966) or David Erdman, editing The 
Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake (1988), have no qualms about guiding their readers 
through these equally dense works, elucidating passages through detailed explications and even at 
times providing extensive summaries to offer a handle on the intricacies of these poems.15F16 
Modernist editions rarely, if ever, go this far. Bush’s and Erdman’s practice stands in sharp contrast 
to Bulson’s precept that readers of modernist literature should not be offered any assistance at all. 
He certainly is not alone, though, in expressing reservations about annotations. Reviewing 
Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue’s recent edition of The Poems of T. S. Eliot (2015), Steve Ellis 
raises concerns that the edition’s 'labyrinthine world of editorship and annotation', highly instructive 
as it might be, might also 'prove a distraction' and 'is likely to confirm prejudices about Eliot’s 
inaccessibility'.16F17 While he praises the editors’ ‘monumental contribution to our knowledge of 
 
15  Shafquat Towheed, 'Introduction', in The History of Reading, Vol. 3: Methods, Strategies, Tactics, ed. by 
Rosalind Crone and Shafquat Towheed (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 1-12 (p. 2); see, e.g., 
Catherine Turner, Marketing Modernism between the Two World Wars (Amherst and Boston: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2003). 
16  John Milton, Poetical Works, ed. by Douglas Bush (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966) and William 
Blake, The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. by David Erdman, rev. ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1988). 
17  Ellis, Steve, Review of The Poems of T. S. Eliot, ed. by Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue’, Modernist 
Cultures, 12 (2018), pp. 463–68 (p. 466) <https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.3366/mod.2017.0187>. 
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Eliot’, he also calls on Eliot’s own reservations about scholarly annotation raised in 'The Function 
of Criticism' and in an unpublished letter from 1962: 'I will not allow any academic critic […] to 
provide notes of explanation to be published with my poems […] the commentator is providing 
information which stands between the reader and any immediate response of his sensibility'.17F18  The 
quotation is one that Ricks himself uses in his introduction but for which he, in Ellis’s view, gives 
no appropriate defence other than that the edition was sanctioned by Valerie Eliot, the poet’s 
widow.18F19 
 Even if one accepts that modernist writers, making no compromises with public taste, 
'selfishly refused to acknowledge their audience' and expected a reader who shared their intellectual 
frame of reference, such readers might be exceptionally rare.19F20 Ian Small has made the point in 
respect of Walter Pater that the large amount of liturgical material included in Marius the Epicurean 
is so 'recondite' and 'eclectic' (now as well as in Pater’s time) that no reader except Pater himself 
could possibly know them it.20F21  The same holds for Joyce’s Ulysses, but especially for Finnegans 
Wake whose rich intertextual web is impossible to unravel without the aid of his notebooks.21F22 No 
doubt this is the case as well with (for instance) W. B. Yeats’s theosophical lore, Ezra Pound’s 
'Kulchur', or Dorothy Richardson’s philosophical borrowings.  
 The historicity of the work itself, which Bulson also seems to discount, is also 
significant here.  With the passing of time, modernism is becoming less of our time. Richard 
Ellmann opens his celebrated biography with the famous phrase that '[w]e are still learning to be 
 
18  Qtd. in Ellis, p. 466. 
19  The Poems of T. S. Eliot: Volume I, Collected and Uncollected Poems, ed. by Christopher Ricks and Jim 
McCue (London: Faber and Faber, 2015), pp. xvi-xvii. 
20  Turner, p. 17. 
21  Small, pp. 204-205. One of the sources Pater referenced was 'a manuscript of a rubricated Mass held in 
the Bodleian Library' (Small, p. 205). 
22  Geert Lernout, 'The Finnegans Wake Notebooks and Radical Philology', in Probes: Genetic Studies in 
Joyce, ed. by David Hayman and Sam (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1995), pp. 19-48 (pp. 45-48) and Wim Van Mierlo, 
‘Indexing the Buffalo Notebooks: Genetic Criticism and the Construction of Evidence’, in Writing Its Own Wrunes for 
Ever: Essais de Génétique Joycienne/Essays in Joycean Genetics, ed. by Daniel Ferrer and Claude Jacquet (Tusson, 
France: Du Lérot, 1998), pp. 168–91 (pp. 188-90). 
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James Joyce’s contemporaries'.22F23 On the biography’s first appearance in 1959, when Joyce still had 
his detractors, it was a clever rhetorical ploy. It was Ellman’s way of underscoring Joyce’s relevance 
and clarifying to contemporary (academic) readers that Joyce’s difficulty was worth contending 
with. But does the phrase still ring true today, 60 years after the biography’s first publication (and 
80 years since the last edition of Ulysses sanctioned by Joyce himself)? With Shakespeare and other 
authors from earlier centuries we recognize that their work was produced at a time remote from, and 
to a great extent different to, ours. Should we not do the same with Joyce?  And modernism as a 
whole? Whatever living memory of the environment in which writing published in the early 
twentieth century still exists is now rapidly receding into history creating a growing need for 
commentary to bridge the gap between past and present.   
 The role that commentary plays in mediating history also points to another criticism 
levied against annotations: the tacit assumption which characterizes critical practices from close 
reading to reception theory that a first reading is the only truly formative reading. A specific 
manifestation of this criticism is that it runs the risk of containing 'spoilers'. Michael Groden, for 
instance, reflects on the skill and tact demanded of the annotator of Ulysses in avoiding solving the 
riddles that the reader has to work through in the course of reading.  Groden discusses the best-
known instance of these proleptic puzzles, that of 'Throwaway', a case of miscommunication in the 
'Lotus Eaters' chapter in which Bantam Lyons believes Bloom cannily furnishes him with a racing 
tip: 
-- You can keep it, Mr Bloom said. 
-- Ascot. Gold cup. Wait, Bantam Lyons muttered. Half a mo. Maximum the second. 
-- I was just going to throw it away, Mr Bloom said. 
Bantam Lyons raised his eyes suddenly and leered weakly. 
-- What's that? his sharp voice said. 
-- I say you can keep it, Mr Bloom answered. I was going to throw it away that moment. 
 
23  Richard Ellmann, James Joyce, rev. ed (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p.3. 
9 
Bantam Lyons doubted an instant, leering: then thrust the outspread sheets back on Mr 
Bloom's arms. 
-- I'Il risk it, he said. Here, thanks.23F24 
 
The Freeman’s Journal of 16 June 1904 announced the horses due to race in the Gold Cup at Ascot 
that afternoon; one of the horses was called Throwaway, a rank outsider who was to win. But the 
reader does not find out about this until much later in the novel, after (furthermore) she has come 
across several nondescript mentions of 'throwaway' in the narrative (U 8.6 and 10. 294, 753, 1096). 
Groden asks: 'Should beginning readers, in a note to a passage at this early point in Ulysses, be told 
information that they will learn only later on in the book?'24F25 A good annotator should extend the 
courtesy not to give the answer. 
But just how important is a first reading with a book like Ulysses? Literary theories of 
reading have tended to overlook, on the one hand, actual readers and reading experiences and, on 
the other, the processual nature of reading. Fritz Senn has pointed to our inevitable fallibility as 
readers of Ulysses since '[w]e are led astray by first impressions, inattention, printed certitudes, and 
by what Leo Knuth has termed “reader traps”’.25F26 Because the act of reading extends itself over 
time, readers are prevented from comprehending any text of some length, complex design and 
linguistic difficulty at once in its totality. The celebrated density of modernist works in particular 
demands a long-term readerly commitment which a first encounter, predicated on the methods of 
close reading, can never fulfil.26F27 Furthermore, reading itself – understood specifically as 
interpreting, studying and understanding, as distinct from reading for pleasure – is a recursive 
activity. This recursiveness is inherent to the exigencies of the hermeneutic circle: to relate the 
 
24  Joyce, 65 (U 5.531-41). 
25  Michael Groden, 'Problems of Annotation in a Digital Ulysses', Hypermedia Joyce Studies 4(2), 2003-4, 
<http://hjs.ff.cuni.cz/archives/v3/groden.html>. 
26  Fritz Senn, Joyce’s Dislocutions: Essays on Reading as Translation, ed. by John Paul Riquelme 
(Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1984), pp. 107. 
27  James Blackwell Phelan, ‘Ulysses, Annotation, and the Literature of Information Overload’, James Joyce 
Quarterly, 55, 2017-18, pp. 35–57 (p. 36). 
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whole to the part and the part to the whole is process for which a first or single reading cannot be 
deemed sufficient; only a recurrent reading could achieve such a task.  
Is it not the case that readers who engage with annotations are likely to be repeat readers 
seeking further knowledge and understanding? In the absence of empirical evidence about readers’ 
habits, it remains difficult to answer this question conclusively. Nonetheless, in its form the 
scholarly edition is designed to facilitate the iterative form of reading that I have just outlined 
above. Much like the digital scholarly edition is oriented towards consultation rather than reading, 
the printed scholarly edition, in both its function and functionality, can be considered a reference 
work too in light of its tacit ambition 'to collect all knowledge of a work or an author' within its 
pages.27F28 In spite of the critically-established reading text’s prominence, what makes an edition 
scholarly is the presence of the critical apparatus, consisting of textual variants, a list of 
emendations, textual notes and annotations, which, along with the editorial rationale and an account 
of the composition and publication history, turn the edition into a historical-textual compendium to 
the literary work. 
This observation then raises the question who the scholarly edition is for. Or more to the 
point for our purposes: who is the reader of annotations in the modernist edition? Editors – as well 
as, for commercial reasons, publishers – of scholarly editions commonly assume that their editions 
must address the general as well as the specialist reader. However, there are several issues with this 
assumption. Quite aside from the fact that it is very hard to define who or what the 'general' reader 
actually is, the different expectations and levels of expertise of such a mixed economy of readers 
 
28  Krista Stinne Greve Rasmussen, ‘Reading or Using a Digital Edition? Reader Roles in Scholarly 
Editions’, in Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories and Practices, ed. by Matthew James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo 
(Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2016), pp. 119–33 (p. 126) <https://www.openbookpublishers.com/product/483> 
 In her model of reader roles in the digital scholarly edition, Rasmussen distinguishes between the 'reader' 
who is interested in 'reliable academic versions of literary works', the 'user' who 'seeks an understanding of the work', 
and the 'co-worker' who participates in the continuing creation of the edition.  The 'user' she further characterizes as a 
reader pursuing context, either about 'the relation between the work’s numerous texts and versions' or about the 
'relationship between the work’s own texts and other texts that explain or relate to the work'; the latter manifest 
themselves in the edition’s 'explanatory notes' and 'general commentaries' (p. 127). See also the suite of user tools that 
Shillingsburg envisages in his 'knowledge sites' (p. 88) and Neville’s excellent recent consideration of the affordances 
offered by digital editing for “the production of networked commentary” (p. 3). 
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creates a difficulty for the annotator. As I will illustrate below, the principle that annotations need to 
suit all types of audience is often precisely what leads to problems: a note addressing a less 
knowledgeable reader raises the ire of the expert who feel she is being told what she already knows.  
  
II: Mediating past and present 
A genuine theory of annotation may be difficult to construct, which is why most discussions on 
annotations have tended to limit themselves to case studies of individual authors. But owing to the 
body of the best practice that comes out of these studies, and actual editorial projects, we know at 
least something about the ideals and 'unstated aims' of annotational practice from which 
commentators have synthesized general principles and/or drawn up classifications of explanatory 
notes.28F29 However, defining a theoretical framework for annotation entails more than categorizing 
what annotations are. Nonetheless, we must first try and learn some general conclusions from these 
practices in order to formulate a broader theoretical framework for annotation and commentary.  
 As one of the earliest classifications, Friedman’s is worth looking at briefly, not for its 
inherent interest, but for what it reveals about annotation. Friedman distinguishes between two 
types of annotation: 'notes of discovery' and 'explanatory notes'.29F30  The first are concerned with 
recovering information known to contemporaries, but not to modern readers.  The second are 
concerned with the identification of sources and allusions whose purpose it is 'to explain the text by 
supplying from earlier works the elements – whether of thought or expression – out of which the 
text has been constructed'.  For modern critics, Friedman’s formulation will appear constricting in 
that it suggests that identifying the sources of a work is tantamount to its interpretation – that doing 
so ‘explain[s] the text’.30F31  Although Quellenforschung – the study of sources and influences – has 
long been rejected as inadequate to understanding a work of literature, there is nonetheless much 
that is of value in it; particularly genetic studies have demonstrated how sources form part of a 
 
29  Small, p. 187. 
30  Friedman, p. 118. 
31  Friedman, p. 118. 
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writer’s creative economy and the way in which their incorporation in the text inflects our 
understanding of the work.31F32  Annotation, therefore, 'performs a double function' for Friedman: 
apart from explaining the text, it also gives some insight into the 'presuppositions' of the 
contemporary audiences32F33. As a system, Friedman’s classification is not so much incomplete, as 
preliminary; as a matter of fact, he mentioned two further types of annotation – 'critical' and 
'analytical' notes – but did not explain what he meant by these. The language in which he elicits his 
conception of annotation, however, is close to that of Schleiermacher in the 1819 Lectures.33F34 
Friedman’s system converges on a heuristic and hermeneutic act that underpin the work of 
commentary: the first pertains to the searching and uncovering of information that is relevant to the 
literary work; the second refers to the use of that information to make sense of the work in question. 
In order to know what needs annotating you need to understand the text you are annotating at a 
structural and thematic level at least, for you need to know in what direction your research should 
go in order to find the information you need to elucidate the text. By the same token, the writing of 
annotations involves the amalgamation, critical interpretation and verification of the sources upon 
which the annotator is drawing as well. As a precept fundamental to all historiographical work, 
critical evaluation of sources is elementary to the work of annotator as well in producing 
annotations that are informative, pertinent and factual.34F35 In other words, as with all other forms of 
editorial mediation, annotation involves a decision-making and sense-making process: the editor 
must decide what to annotate and how to annotate it; she must also decide which sources of 
information are relevant and how to transform that information in meaningful commentary so that it 
contributes productively to the interpretation of the work.35F36 
 
32  Dirk Van Hulle, ‘Minding Manuscripts: Modernism, Genetic Criticism and Intertextual Cognition’, in The 
Bloomsbury Companion to Modernist Literature, ed. by Ulrika Maud and Mark Nixon (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 
pp. 211–26 (pp. 221-22). 
33  Friedman, pp. 123-24. 
34  Fr. D. E. Schleiermacher, ‘The Hermeneutics: Outline of the 1819 Lectures’, trans. by Jan Wojcik and 
Roland Haas, New Literary History, 10 (1978), pp. 1–16 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/468302>. 
35  Anthony Brundage, Going to the Sources: A Guide to Historical Research and Writing, 2nd edn 
(Wheeling, Ill.: Harling-Davidson, 1997), pp. 18-19. 
36  Susan L. Greenberg, A Poetics of Editing (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), p. 15, 
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 The principles of historical criticism that are at work here point to the role annotation 
plays in the interpretation the work and of hermeneutics more broadly. While Hans-Georg Gadamer 
argues that our own cultural perspective stands in the way of completely, objectively knowing the 
past, there is nonetheless a 'fusion of horizons' in the dialectic relationship that we have with the 
past: '[t]he task of historical understanding also involves acquiring an appropriate historical 
horizon', without which we will fail to grasp the significance of what the texts from the past '[have] 
to say to us'.36F37 D. F. McKenzie in Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts eloquently argues in 
favour of 'the historical perspective of an author directing one set of meanings in a transaction with 
his contemporaries'; as an agent in the production of his texts, the author intends his text to have a 
certain meaning. At the same time, however, McKenzie remains attuned to how generations of 
readers reinterpret and re-make the texts that they consume; this perspective 'gives us an equally 
historical perspective', but this time of a 'readership whose interests in the text', and the meanings 
they created from it, differed from those of its original makers.37F38 
 Although McKenzie is interested in the first place in 'the historical study of the making 
and the use of books' rather in editing, it is evident from what he says that editing too is subject to 
the duality of production and reception.38F39 Insofar as the basic objective of editing is the removal of 
impurities – or historical accidents – that have crept into the text during the transmission process, 
the edition mediates between what was and what should have been. As Shillingsburg reminds us, 
the edited text is always a remaking of the work: in our editions we create the work anew.39F40  While 
the non-textual aspects of the editions – the annotation and commentary – squarely fall outside of 
 
<https://https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-92246-1>. 
37  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G Marshall, 2nd edn 
(London and New York: Continuum, 2004), pp. 305 and 302. 
38  D. F. McKenzie, Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), pp.26-27. 
39  McKenzie, p. 11. 
40  Shillingsburg, p. 12. 
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McKenzie’s purview in that they do not belong to 'the text as recorded form', they can nonetheless 
be understood too within McKenzie’s dual historical parameters of author and readers.40F41 
 Small is critical of the way annotational practice is based on the premise 'that all literary 
works are produced within a cultural milieu' whose recovery needs to include an awareness of the 
original audience and 'of the fact that a work is produced via a set of relationships, and, on 
occasions, transactions between author, publisher, and reader'.41F42 Such all-encompassing framework, 
however, points to a problem with annotated editions in that they envisage 'an ideal, perfectly 
knowledgeable, and perfectly competent reader; a reader for whom all textual allusions and all 
possible meanings are simultaneously available'.42F43 A reader like this, Small concludes, does not and 
cannot ever exist. Recognizing that different readerships require different types of annotation is an 
important insight. Nevertheless, even if the editor is aware of this, it only enhances the problem of 
how to judge any given readership’s literary competence rather than resolving the practical 
questions about how or what to annotate.43F44 At the same time, furthermore, it foregrounds the 
position of the annotator who mediates between the various meanings of the literary work. 
 While annotation is, on the one hand, about the recovery of information; it is also, on the 
other, about creating meaning. That annotations have an impact on interpretation is inevitable; that 
one of the 'undeclared purposes' of annotations is to 'validate some readings and attempt to disable 
others' ought to be a more widely accepted insight.44F45 Good annotations, however, do not simply 
foreclose meaning; rather than providing finite answers, they also can, and should, open up avenues 
of exploration. An interesting, perhaps somewhat extreme example might illuminate this point. In 
The Poems of T. S. Eliot, Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue have adopted a purposively expansive 
approach to annotation. They gloss the passage which begins 'Who is the third who walks always 
beside you?' from The Waste Land by identifying, and quoting from, direct sources, biographical-
 
41  McKenzie, p. 55. 
42  Small, pp. 187-88. 
43  Small, p. 189. 
44  Small, p. 199. 
45  Small, p. 190. 
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contextual matter, and more allusive passages which Eliot seems to be echoing.45F46 The editors start 
with the sources that Eliot’s own notes 'hesitantly identify', next they refer to a letter from Ezra 
Pound to his mother from 1909 which mentions him meeting Shackleton, and finally they end with 
a series of quotations from earlier works which also use the image of an invisible presence: 
Dostoevski’s Brothers Karamazov, Whitman's 'When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d', and the 
moment in Joyce’s Ulysses when the famed Man in the Mackintosh is first sighted.46F47 While 
arguably these identifications range from the plausible to the unlikely, one might take the view that 
it is up to the reader to decide which of these are useful for interpretation and which are not.  The 
editors follow Ricks’ earlier practice in his edition of Tennyson where he manifestly considers 
annotation to explore 'a range of possible likenesses': 'At one end is conscious allusion to another 
poet; then unconscious reminiscence; then phrasing which is only an analogue and not a source'.47F48  
Annotation is therefore never, as Greetham notes, a purely 'mechanical provision of historical, 
cultural, linguistic or critical ‘facts’’' (1994, 369). Rather the good annotator gathers, distils, filters 
and amalgamates the facts in a discursive manner. (Precisely for this reason annotation is still 
relevant in the age of Google.)48F49 Good annotation is the result of a scholarly process for which the 
editor uses her subject knowledge and applies her specialist skills to construct an annotation that is 
factual and informative, and that situates the work within a context which can be deemed 
appropriate.  While it seems far-fetched to argue that Eliot directly had Dostoyevski, Whitman and 
Joyce in mind when he composed his lines about the ghostly presence, Ricks and McCue’s glosses 
signal that this is wider motif found in modern Western literature. Otherwise put, annotation is a 
form of curating knowledge.49F50  If we consider the cumulative effect of annotation, it is also a form 
of writing literary and cultural history.50F51   
 
46  Eliot, p. 69. 
47  Eliot, p. 692. 
48  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Poems of Tennyson in Three Volumes, ed. by Christopher Ricks. 2nd edn 
(Burnt Mill, Harlow, Essex: Longman, 1987), I, p. xix. 
49  See Neville, pp. 20-21, 24. 
50  I am indebted to Mark Mamigonian for this term who used it in 'A ‘Slow Reading’ Approach to Joyce: 
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III:  Interpretative strategies 
It stands to reason, therefore, as Anne Middleton argues, that annotation is not a neutral 
undertaking, but a critical act that builds on and feeds into an a priori understanding of the work 
being annotated.51F52  The annotator cannot fully operate outside of the hermeneutic circle. The 
exigencies involved in understanding esoteric lore and bringing it to bear on Yeats’s work may serve 
to illustrate this point.  The example I choose is 'Wisdom', which is characterized not only by its 
abstruse references but also by the obliqueness of these references. 
'Wisdom' 
 
The true faith discovered was 
When painted panel, statuary, 
Glass-mosaic, window-glass, 
Amended what was told awry 
By some peasant gospeller; 
Swept the sawdust from the floor 
Of that working-carpenter. 
Miracle had its playtime where 
In damask clothed and on a seat 
Chryselephantine, cedar-boarded, 
His majestic Mother sat 
Stitching at a purple hoarded 
That He might be nobly breeched 
In starry towers of Babylon 
 
The Value of Annotations in the Digital Age', a lecture delivered at the Dublin James Joyce School on 3 July 2017.  
51  One exemplary case I am thinking of is The Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, ed. by John Kelly, 5 vols 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986-2018), whose footnotes offer a splendid insight into the literary, philosophical and 
political networks Yeats was part of. See Ronald Schuchard, ‘Yeats’s Letters, Eliot’s Lectures: Toward a New Form of 
Annotation’, Text: Transactions of the Society for Textual Scholarship, 6 (1994), pp. 287–306. 
52  Anne Middleton, ‘Life in the Margins, or, What’s an Annotator to Do?’, in New Directions in Textual 
Studies, ed. by Dave Oliphant and Robin Bradford (Austin: Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of 
Austin at Texas, 1990), pp. 167–83 (p. 169). 
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Noah's freshet never reached. 
King Abundance got Him on 
Innocence; and Wisdom He. 
That cognomen sounded best 
Considering what wild infancy 
Drove horror from his Mother’s breast.52F53 
 
Published in The Tower (1928), 'Wisdom' is a heterodox poem which realigns the story of the Holy 
Family, and the miracle of Jesus’s birth and childhood, with a mystical tradition that celebrates the 
attainment of Wisdom in Christ and that is placed by Yeats within a non-naturalistic, Byzantine 
setting. It would seem that is nearly impossible to provide adequate commentary on this poem 
without, somehow, lifting its wilful obscurity.  Indeed, Richard Finneran in the Scribner edition of 
The Poems, in an annotation that was met with derision, identifies 'His majestic Mother' in line 11 
and 'He' in line 13 as 'the virgin Mary, mother of Christ' and 'Jesus Christ, son of God in the 
Christian religion' respectively.53F54 His annotations, however, are too rudimentary, even when they 
are pitched to the global student market which Scribners has in view, rather than unnecessary.  
 A. Norman Jeffares in Yeats’s Poems (1989) also identified Joseph and Mary (but not 
Christ) explicitly. The identification is necessary because the poem does not mention the members 
of the Holy Family by name; Mary and Saint Joseph are alluded to by their iconographical 
attributes; Christ is referred to only by the personal pronoun. Infusing the iconography of the Holy 
Family with allegorical imagery seems a deliberate ploy to render the allusion incognizable, which 
seems especially pertinent in a poem whose theme is the unveiling of truth surrounding the infancy 
narrative as Christ 'grew, and waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom' (Luke 2: 40) but that 'some 
 
53  W. B. Yeats, Yeats’s Poems, ed. by A Norman Jeffares (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Papermac, 
1989), p. 321-22. 
54  Peculiarly, the 'working-carpenter' in line 7 is 'probably Joseph, husband of the Virgin Mary' (W. B. Yeats, 
The Poems, ed. by Richard J. Finneran, 2nd edn [New York: Scribner, 1997], p. 665, my italics). See Warwick Gould, 
‘The Editor Takes Possession’, TLS, 29 June 1984, pp. 731–33 (p. 733) and John P. Frayne, Review of Editing Yeats’s 
Poem, by Richard J. Finneran; W. B. Yeats, The Poems: A New Edition, ed. by Richard J. Finneran; and Poems of W. B. 
Yeats: A New Selection, ed. by A. Norman Jeffares’, Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 86 (1987), pp. 139–44 
(p. 141). 
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peasant gospeller' had 'told awry'. Far from providing unnecessary annotations, Jeffares’ glosses 
direct the reading of the poem quite closely. He frames the iconographic scene by speculating that 
lines 6-7 are 'probably founded upon Pre-Raphaelite paintings, such as Christ in the House of His 
Parents by John Everett Millais (1829-96)'.54F55 Where Yeats often had a specific altarpiece, statue or 
stained-glass window in mind (as, for example, with the 'sages standing in God’s holy fire' in 
'Sailing to Byzantium' based on a frieze in S. Apollinare Nuova in Ravenna), no such art work is 
identified for 'Wisdom'.55F56 Jeffares’ speculation is not groundless, however, in that it furnishes the 
reader with an illustration of the kind of realist portrayal of the subject matter from which Yeats was 
distancing himself. When it comes to the allegorical crux of the poem, the puzzling lines 'King 
Abundance got Him on | Innocence; and Wisdom He', Jeffares (like Finneran) cannot but make 
Yeats’s meaning explicit for the reader by annotating the lines on the incarnation of Christ as an 
'allegorical account of God’s creation of Christ through the Virgin Mary'.56F57 Confronted with such 
enigmatic material, the annotator has little option but to unravel the poem’s meaning. 
 With this example in mind, and following Middleton, we can shine a new light on the 
often-repeated, and perhaps dogmatic, notion that commentary ought not to be openly interpretive. 
(The belief that it should not again stems from the assumed primacy of first reading.)57F58 The reality 
is that the line between a properly factual note and one that is more openly interpretive is not easily 
drawn, for even the factual note provides an interpretive frame of reference. (I will show later how 
such frame of reference can be used as part of the editor’s annotational strategy). In the following 
example from D. H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow about the relationship between Tom and Alfred 
Brangwen, we see how the annotators’ elucidation of a factual reference goes some way towards 
indicating how that reference is to be read: 
 
55  Yeats’s Poems, p. 586. 
56  Yeats’s Poems, pp. 301 and 577. 
57  Yeats’s Poems, pp. 586; see also Yeats, The Poems, p. 666. 
58  It seems peculiar moreover that there is no similarly strong edict against secondary criticism and its effect 
on reading. One might even wonder to what extent the thought that interpretive notes spoil the reading is something that 
troubles critics, but not general readers. 
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It irritated the youth that his elder brother should be made something of a hero by the 
women, just because he didn’t live at home and was a lace-designer and almost a gentleman. 
But Alfred was something of a Prometheus Bound, so the women loved him. Tom came to 
understand his brother better.58F59 
 
John Worthen, the editor of the Penguin Classics, annotates 'Prometheus Bound' as follows: 
 
Title of play by Aeschylus; Prometheus (one of the Titans) was condemned in chains to 
eternal torture for stealing fire from Olympus, for the advantage of men. Lawrence refers to 
Prometheus as a type of egotism (letter to Gordon Campbell, 19 December 1914), and as a 
symbol of modern man (letter to Bertrand Russell, 12 February 1915).59F60 
 
Although matter of fact, Worthen’s note forms a hermeneutic matrix: in explaining Lawrence’s view 
of Prometheus, he overlays hubris with Lawrentian ideas of modern vitality. In other words, 
Worthen suggest a very specific frame of reference in which to read the passage.  In Lawrence’s 
letter to Campbell especially, Lawrence shows himself critical of the modern habit of exploiting the 
dramatic effects of egotistical self-sacrifice, 'insisting on the sad plight' of death; instead he wants a 
more sublime story of the torment of the Soul and states his preference for Prometheus Unbound 
over Prometheus Bound.60F61 Calling Alfred 'something of a Prometheus Bound' thus points to a flaw 
in his character. The annotation seems quite anodyne in its brevity, yet it produces sense in that it 
invites the reader to look for meaning within the wider context of Lawrence’s views.  
 
59  D. H. Lawrence, The Rainbow, ed. by John Worthen (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1987), p. 53. 
60  Lawrence, p. 555. 
61  D. H. Lawrence, The Letters of D. H. Lawrence: Vol. II, June 1913-October 1916, ed. by  George J. 
Zytaruk and James T. Boulton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 247. 
20 
 What this example shows is that the annotator participates in the sense-making process 
of the literary work and that this participation is almost unavoidable. However, rather than 
foreclosing the work, commentary can serve to open up critical understanding. All good historicist 
criticism does this. Therefore, it is worth taking this idea one step further.  Ralph Hanna III contends 
that, because annotation is 'textually dispersed', responding as it does to individual words or 
passages, these dispersed comments 'must be rejoined by the reader to create an argument'.  Hence, 
taken together, annotations may reveal meaningful patterns. Yet they do not strive 'towards a total 
interpretive view of the text'.61F62  Such totality could in any case be achieved only if every word were 
glossed. Even if that were possible, or desirable, it would still render up fragmentation rather than 
coherence, for the sum total of all these glosses is not equal to an interpretation of the book.  
Hanna’s point, though, highlights the important potential of annotations for our interpretive 
strategies. Or as James Blackwell Phelan puts it regarding Ulysses: 'Annotation materializes latent 
possibilities for reading'.62F63  
 I want to elucidate this point with a final example using annotations for Mrs Dalloway 
from the following editions: the Shakespeare Head Press, edited by Morris Beja; Oxford World’s 
Classics, edited by David Bradshaw; and Cambridge University Press, edited by Ann E. Fernald.63F64 
The passage I have chosen is the one in which the frumpy, devout Miss Kilman accompanies 
Elizabeth Dalloway to the Army and Navy Stores on Victoria Street; the shopping abruptly 
terminated, Miss Kilman finds herself back in the street alone: 
 
 The tower of Westminster Cathedral rose in front of her, the habitation of 
God. In the midst of the traffic, there was the habitation of God. Doggedly she set off 
 
62  Ralph Hanna III, ‘Annotating Piers Plowman’, Text: Transactions of the Society for Textual Scholarship, 
6 (1994), pp. 153–63 (p. 159). 
63  Phelan, p. 38. 
64  Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. by Morris Beja (Oxford: Published for the Shakespeare Head Press by 
Blackwell, 1996; Mrs Dalloway, ed. by David Bradshaw (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); and The Cambridge 
Edition of the Works of Virginia Woolf: Mrs Dalloway, ed. by Anne E. Fernald (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014). 
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with her parcel to that other sanctuary, the Abbey, where, raising her hands in a tent 
before her face, she sat beside those driven into shelter too; the variously assorted 
worshippers, now divested of social rank, almost of sex, as they raised their hands before 
their faces; but once they removed them, instantly reverent, middle-class, English men 
and women, some of them desirous of seeing the wax works. 
 But Miss Killman held her tent before her face. Now she was deserted; now 
rejoined. New worshippers came in from the street to replace the strollers, and still, as 
people gazed round and shuffled past the tomb of the Unknown Warrior, still she barred 
her eyes with her fingers and tried in this double darkness, for the light in the Abby was 
bodiless, to aspire above the vanities, the desires, the commodities, to herself both of 
hatred and love.64F65 
 
The annotations in the three editions are strikingly similar in that they provide purely factual 
information about the landmarks in Victoria Street and its environs. Bradshaw’s and Fernald’s 
editions offer good examples of annotations that provide informative glosses on the cultural and 
historical context of the novel, often by drawing on relevant passages from Woolf’s essays; Beja, by 
contrast, is generally more matter of fact. What all three editors grapple with however – as all 
editors must with an author’s mention of landmarks and other quite obvious references – is how to 
handle passages that need annotating for the sake of consistency rather than strict exegesis.65F66 To 
note the precise height of Westminster Cathedral’s bell tower, as Bradshaw does for instance ('273 ft 
high and topped by an 11-ft.-high cross'), adds a note of extreme specificity to the phrase 'rose in 
front of her'.66F67 But does it help the passage? Perhaps more pertinent, though, is the difference in 
 
65  Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Fernald, pp. 119-20. 
66  Sam Slote in his edition of the Odyssey Press Ulysses has opted meticulously to check Joyce’s language 
use against the OED, which among others results in the discovery that the famous 'U.p: up' conundrum (U 8.258) may 
mean 'U.P., the spelling pronunciation of UP adverb, = over, finished, beyond remedy' (qtd. in Joyce, 625); however, 
this tactic has also prompted him to note for the sake of consistency whenever a Joycean word is not listed in the OED. 
67  Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Bradshaw, p. 181. 
22 
building style that he, and Fernald, note between the Cathedral and Abbey: the one is 'a striking, 
early Christian Byzantine-style brick edifice' while the other is built 'in the French style' of the 
thirteenth century.67F68 Curious, also, are the editors’ explanation of the 'wax works'. Beja quotes 
extensively from Woolf’s 'The Art of Biography', where she mentions 'the wax figures' of 
Westminster Abbey 'that were carried in funeral processions' but that 'have only a smooth 
superficial likeness to the body in the coffin'; Bradshaw goes with the briefer, more directly factual 
explanation that they were 'wax effigies […] that were used in the funerals of those buried there'; 
while Fernald makes no mention of the burial procession at all.68F69   
 If we unpick these annotations further, however, we could go some way to 
understanding what the ideal of annotating might achieve.  In Woolf’s novel, the places and 
locations are not just randomly encountered; they are metonymically linked to one another.  In the 
context of Miss Kilman’s religious devoutness, they ironically interconnect objects of devotion with 
false idols signalled through the contrast between the commercial desires of the Stores with the 
Cathedral and Abbey as places of worship. More specifically, the Stores’ architectural splendour 
echoes the Byzantine design of Westminster Cathedral (which, not incidental to the novel’s 
psychogeography, was completed just 15 years before the Stores opened in 1918); the Cathedral’s 
extravagant architecture, however, is an emblem of Catholic excess which contrasts, especially in 
Doris Kilman’s mind, with the resplendent, and more traditionally acceptable, Gothic style of the 
Anglican Westminster Abbey. Furthermore, prayer and devotion vie for attention with curiosity and 
tourism; strikingly, Miss Kilman remains in prayer for longer than some of the other worshippers 
who go off to look at the wax figures.  The grave of the Unknown Warrior, by contrast, represents a 
legitimate object of devotion through patriotism. What is important about this however is again its 
modernity: as Bradshaw and Fernald note, the repatriation and re-interment of the soldier’s remains 
 
68  Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Bradshaw, p. 181 and Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Fernald, p. 286. 
69  Qtd. in Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Beja, p. 157; Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Bradshaw, p. 181-82; and 
Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Fernald, p. 286. 
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happened in 1920 and is one of the many instances in the novel of the 'presence' of the Great War.69F70 
The annotator’s task is not to expound these interconnections, but simply to highlight where these 
connections can be drawn, lest the notes remain rather perfunctory.  Glossing, as Fritz Senn 
remarks, can all-too easily degrade into 'glossing over' when annotations 'dispel ignorance with 
concise strokes' but lull readers into complacently accepting that the annotation resolves meaning.70F71  
The different strategies of annotation discussed in this section, therefore, highlight Middleton’s and 
Hanna’s arguments above that annotation is a critical act that offers dispersed nuggets of 
information which the reader must bring together. But they also respond to Sarah Neville’s recent 
argument about the need for editors to expose the mechanics of their editorial work reversing the 
traditional “top-down hierarchy into a lateral and contingent arrangement that makes room for 
readers’ participation in the production of knowledge”.71F72 Neville’s position that scholarly editing 
and commentary exist between the nexus of authority and credibility is a clear argument that 
annotations possess hermeneutic value.72F73 When done well, they create a network of literary, cultural 
and historical writing in its own right that, rather than closing down meaning, supports and 
stimulates interpretation of the literary work. 
 
IV: Conclusion 
Debates about scholarly annotation and commentary have tended to focus on practical issues, 
seeking to define, and provide parameters for, the very fine line between what is acceptable and 
what is not. Editors must navigate between the Scylla and Charybdis of under-annotation and over-
annotation; give too little information and that annotator barely clarifies anything; give too much 
and she risks patronizing the reader.73F74 Their glosses furthermore should neither be completely 
perfunctory, nor too expansive, overly interpretative or prescriptive. Above all, they must not be 'in 
 
70  Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Bradshaw, p. 182 and Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, ed. Fernald, p. 286. 
71  Senn, 74. 
72  Neville, p. 12. 
73  Neville, p. 13, 20. 
74  Hunter, p. 97; Greetham, p. 369. 
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the business of blundering explanations' but rather 'their labours' must 'enhance, rather than usurp 
our experience of the poems'.74F75 But finding that necessary balance between these different and often 
conflicting demands is a matter of skill more than anything else.   
 As a result of these practical concerns, the field has been reticent in recognizing the 
hermeneutic economies of annotations. While annotations are generally considered 'indispensable' 
in aiding readers with 'negotiating the text’s complexities', the condition that they should not 
'prematurely' delimit potential meanings has become something of a truism.75F76  While this remains a 
valid ideal, the role that annotations nonetheless play in the sense-making process deserves better 
understanding. We should think more carefully about how text and commentary work together.  
After all, the earliest forms of textual scholarship were predicated on this principle. Biblical textual 
studies and commentary has always sought to reconcile exegesis and hermeneutics.  As James 
Nohrnberg puts it: 'Glosses bring the reader into a mindfulness of what other minds wished to be 
found in – or wished to be remembered by – the text’s [original readers]'.76F77 Nohrnberg’s statement 
underscores the importance of ensuring that annotations make meanings from the past available to 
contemporary readers. 
 So where does this leave us in terms of a theory of annotation? I don’t believe we can 
satisfactorily define a theory for the simple reason that annotation is interpretation and thus belongs 
as much to the field of hermeneutics as it does to textual scholarship. We may however set out 
principles that offer guidance to editors, principles that seek to translate a common-sense approach 
to annotation that is rigorous and systematic. But what is 'common sense'? What is as yet absent 
from editorial practices is an awareness of what the annotating entails as a sense-making process 
and the role it plays in interpreting the work. As with all forms of editorial practice, the annotator is 
 
75  David Wheatley, 'The Poems of T. S. Eliot: The Annotated Text Review – A Monumental Achievement', 
The Guardian, 13 November 2015, <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/nov/13/the-poems-of-ts-eliot-annotated-
text-christopher-ricks-jim-mccue-review>. 
76  Cordner, p. 187. 
77  James C. Nohrnberg, ‘Justifying Narrative: Commentary within Biblical Storytelling’, in Annotation and 
Its Texts, ed. by Stephen A. Barney (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 3–42 (p. 13). 
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readily expected to remain invisible and neutral.77F78 But is this really possible or even desirable?  The 
work of annotation is 'by its very nature contingent' upon the time, the place and the culture in 
which she produces her annotation.78F79 This is of course not the same as saying that annotation is 
simply a subjective undertaking. Bias is one thing. But the annotator’s preconceptions can show 
implicitly when she does not convey other ways of conceiving a passage.79F80 Likewise, not 
acknowledging earlier glosses, or failing to cite the source of information, can readily lead to 
misleading or erroneous glosses.80F81 In other words, the annotator does not stand alone.  
 The role that hermeneutics play in annotation cannot be sufficiently underscored. Openly 
interpretive annotations are anathema to literary critics who believe it is the reader’s prerogative to 
attribute meaning to a text. However, the annotator is an interpreter too. In a double sense, the editor 
researches and makes sense of relevant information before offering to guide the reader in her sense-
making process. Furthermore, annotating a work is itself a critical act that involves, in the very 
least, the making of choices – about what to annotate, how and how much to annotate, and to what 
level of detail. Different genres, different authors even, warrant different styles of annotation.81F82 But 
aside from these strategies in approach, annotation, no matter how innocuous, cannot but intervene 
in the interpretation of the work in that it provides a frame through which to read the text. In fact, 
critical reading in the true sense of the word is never immediate, especially not the reading of a 
modernist work whose self-consciously allusive and recursive nature mitigate against such 
immediacy. Annotation rather invites modernist works to be read 'encyclopedically' as the reader 
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78  Greenberg, p. 33-51. 
79  Small, p. 191. 
80  Cordner, p. 188-89. 
81  Hunter, p. 97. For reasons of space in printed editions, editors very rarely provide a genealogy for their 
annotations.  It is not uncommon to find erroneous information repeated between editions. 
82  Hunter, p. 98; Schuchard, p. 288. 
83  Phelan, pp. 47-48; see also Neville, p. 3. 
